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Comments on the Pirandello’s drama Six Characters in Search of an author with reference to 

Susan Sontag essay ‘Against Interpretation’ 

 

Abstract 

Susan Sontag created a consciousness with her essay Against Interpretation in the 

same name book Against Interpretation and other Essays (1966), and makes her readers’ 

agree with the idea that various art forms should simply be appreciated within their own 

context, rather than being repeatedly dissected and over-analyzed. Sontag clearly stated her 

views that about work of art and; she strongly concerns with art for art’s sake. Her idea about 

art is polemical which preferably deals with style and form. Susan Sontag’s essay Against 

Interpretation influenced Pirandello’s drama based on modern theatrical techniques, stage 

craft, dilemma between illusion and reality, art and life all defined with intellectuality, 

sensory experience and transparency.  
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In the drama the Six Character’s in search of an author, the family melodrama of the 

six characters in search of their author to attain a definite artistic form served as a situation 

for yet another form of drama. Thus the fusion of the technique of improvisation and 

impulsive with the realistic theatre for a probe into human psyche and theme of illusion-

reality gave to Pirandellian drama an entirely different focus which refers to Sontag’s 

interpretation. Pirandello endeavors to bring drama as art in such close proximity to reality 

that it becomes difficult to distinguish between illusion and reality and art and life.  

The Six Characters starts with a rehearsal of a play which was directed at script 

restricted well-made drama with a proper beginning-middle end pattern. This was placed 

against the very unconventional and startling strategy of impromptu drama of the six 

characters. In order to manifest his inventiveness he applied the technique of play within a 

play where actors appear as audience and audience as actors. 

The Setting of the drama Six Characters in search of an Author is uncommon and 

makes the readers thinks about it. When the audience enters, the curtain is already up and the 

stage is just as it would be during day. There is no set; it is empty, in almost total darkness. 

Pirandello commented for the setting “this is so that from the beginning the audience will 

have the feeling of being present, not at a performance of a properly rehearsed play, but at a 

performance of a play that that happens spontaneously”. (7) He inverts the convention of 

modern realism; instead of pretending that the stage is not the stage at all, but the familiar 

parlor, he pretends that the familiar parlor is not real, but a stage, containing many realities 

that represents sontag’s interpretation of stage.  

In the drama there is the struggle of the characters in opposition to the actors and their 

director, who find the story baffling, uninteresting, dull or not good box-office. The more 

struggles we find when characters who cannot agree about the shape, the meaning, or even 

the facts of their story, each has rationalized or mythicized in his own way. A few sordid 
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facts emerge: the Father had sent the Mother away to live with another man, whom, he 

thought, she would love better, and the three younger children are by this other man. Father 

met his wife’s daughter at a Madame Pace’s dress shop. Because of mother’s unethical 

relation complicated jealously had developed among the four children, culminating in the 

suicide of the little boy. The crucial episodes are reenacted by the tormented and disputing 

characters in order to show the actors what the story is. When the young boy committed 

suicide, by a sort of unearthly eternal recurrence, all breaks up in confusion- the fictional 

characters are more real, in their conscious suffering, than the flesh-and-blood acting 

company. 

Pirandello separates the Characters from Actors who would play their roles. 

Characters use masks to designate their eternal quality as opposed to the transient naked faces 

of the actors. Characters’ masks specially made of a material that will not go limp with 

perspiration. The characters should not appear as a ghost, but as created realities, timeless 

creation of the imagination, and so more real and consistent than the changeable reality of the 

Actors. The mask are intended to provide the notion of figures constructed by art, each one 

fixed forever in its own fundamental emotion; that is remorse for the father, revenge for the 

stepdaughter. Her mask should have wax tears in the concerns of the eyes and down the 

chicks which suggests immorality and endurance. By the use of masks, gesture, costumes, 

and vocal expression, Pirandello knows how to create characters more superior than the 

actors in their realities and emotions. Here definitely we remind Sontag’s statement of 

sensory aspect of art; however characters’ personality is Pirandello has moulded them with 

unique mask to create a work of art in which arouse senses and reality.  

By finding the play within the play and conflicts between illusion and reality we can 

put this Pirandello’s drama into meta-theatrical techniques. As meta-theatre presents quality 

or force in a play which challenges theatres claim to be realistic, to be nothing but a mirror in 
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which we view the actions and sufferings of characters like ourselves, supposing our disbelief 

in their reality.  

Six characters tell that the drama they have been carrying within them can't be enacted 

on the conservative theatre. Moreover, six characters add their drama can't be performed by 

actors on the conventional theatre with its own typical dramatic garnishes. The director 

replied that theatre is the place in which only actors can perform drama. To this statement, the 

stepdaughter and the father retorted that actors cannot enter into depth of characters personal 

passions. From this action in the play we come to comprehend that the central issue the play 

deals with is the theatre.  

To perform the sexual encounter between the father and stepdaughter, the manager 

and second Lady Lead were worried about the absence of Madame pace. To stage the 

scene of the sexual encounter between stepdaughter and the Father, the presence of 

Madame Pace was necessary. The manager advised Leading Lady to impersonate 

Madame pace. But the father strongly opposed any idea of impersonating characters 

by actors to fulfill the absence of Madame pace, the Father asked the actress to hang 

their hats and mantles on the set's clothes pegs. By putting them on the show, they 

will lure Madame Pace with the very articles of their trade. Pace appears from the 

rear. The birth of Madame Pace is described by the Father as an exercise in the magic 

of the stage itself. The leading Lady denounced this process of producing Madame 

pace as vulgar trick. The father maintains that-characters can get born out an urgent 

fantasy and insistent wish exactly like Madame Pace got born out of the sheer 

necessity of the theatre (“The concept of meta theatre in Six Character in search of an 

author”).  

The relationship between art and life is the focal point of the play Six Characters in 

Search of an Author. In this play Pirandello has presented the connection between art and 
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life. Pirandello is displeased with the conventional style between art and life. He presents that 

there is no diverse line between art and life. Art has been considered as the depiction of life. 

Pirandello posited that art develops purely out of the author’s imagination. He decided that it 

was something advanced and apart from it. He also believed that the art of the theatre was 

much different from the reality of life. 

Conventionally, it is apprehended that art is the solely creation of an author. The work 

of art is in the control of a writer who lives a life on real ground. Pirandello does not consider 

all this believes concerning the bond between art and life.  

According to Pirandello Life is life, Truth is truth. In art, life can never be represented 

exactly as the manager's actors failed to perform the drama of six characters. In 

Pirandello's words, art is rooted in life; life exists at its full-fledged form in art. To the 

playwright the dividing line between art and life no longer remains as it was. For the 

dramatist, art is the presentation of life. It is the lively forces and inner passions in life 

which hasten the birth of art. The long-established boundary between art and life has 

increasingly crisscrossed in the play (“The concept of meta theatre in Six Character in 

search of an author”). 

Through this problematical episode Pirandello hinted at the possibility that even life 

can become art. So far we have been told that art is representation of life. But Pirandello says 

that at a certain moment our life can become art. If life can become art, why go on clinging to 

the traditional dichotomy between art and life. Pirandello is of the conviction that at a certain 

point in time and at a certain moment in life, art resembles life and life resembles art. 

Sometime they overlap also. But that does not mean they are one and same forever.  

When we go on watching characters and the managers fighting over the nature of 

performance, we obliquely understand that their quarreling and debate is itself a drama and 

the son, the mother, the boy and the child are the viewers. So it seems fair to admit the view 
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of Pirandello that the context, the atmosphere and the changing nature, and the position of 

participants that fix the separate category of art and life. To out the whole matter short, this 

play is an experimental examination of the complicated relationship between art and life. 

Here by analysizing Pirandello’s use of technique to show realities by use of art is 

significance and it truly match with ideas of Sontag’s that we must learn to see more, to hear 

more, to feel more. This description arouses the sensory experience in the drama.  

 

Conclusion 

The tormented story of the six characters unfolds irregularly through the three acts. The 

reluctant producer finally agrees to let the characters live their roles on stage and later the 

actors assume the part of six characters on stage. The play operates at two levels. At one level 

the playwright explores the method and the problems of artistic creation which juxtaposes life 

and art. At another level, the readers witness the breakdown of values and communications, 

guilt, transcendental dilemmas and morals. By analyzing respective drama with Susan 

Sontag’s essay Against Interpretation one can conclude that Pirandello’s uses of modern 

theatrical techniques, stage craft, dilemma between illusion and reality, art and life all defined 

with intellectuality, sensory experience, transparency. The way of presentation one can see 

more, hear more and feel more, so it’s agreed with Sontag’s argument of interpretation of any 

work of art.  
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